
WELCOME TO YOUR
STORY SCIENCE

TOOLKIT 



StoryScience Toolkit 
 
The StoryScience process combines precision and logic with intuition and art.  It’s a little 
bit like dancing – there are specific steps and movements, but bringing these to life is a 
creative exercise.  If dancing’s not your thing, think of financial investing – great 
investors study detailed metrics all day long, and in the end base their decisions on an 
almost equal dose of gut instinct.   
 
LOGIC:  What stories matter most? 
Begin your StoryScience journey on the LOGICAL side.   
 
Think Hard About Your Program or Intervention 
What are you trying to accomplish, and how will you know when you get there?  What 
will be different in the world because of your efforts? 
 
Many initiatives use a logic model to help them think through these questions.  
Download this logic model to get you started, and check out these excellent online 
resources {Check out The Program Evaluation Logic Model & Kellog Logic Model 
Development Guide}to learn more about the logic modeling process.  Remember, if you 
don’t know where you’re going, then any road will take you there.  Be precise! 
 
 
Think Hard About The Story Your Program Has To Tell 
Completing a logic model is important because in doing so, you articulate the outcomes 
you’re working toward, and the unique ways you know how to get there.   
 
Rule #1:   
Instead of collecting any and all stories emerging from your efforts, you want to focus on 
the stories that document the outcomes you’re expecting.   
 
For example, a program aimed at keeping kids in high school might have a compelling 
story to tell about a mom who became so inspired about her son’s graduation that she 
decided to pursue her own GED.  While this may be a wonderful story that deserves to be 
shared, it’s a story about an outcome that the program did not intend to create.  The best 
use of stories is to document for the outside world what we can reasonably predict will 
happen because of your intervention – not the side effects, even when they’re very 
positive.   
 
Rule #2: 
Don’t just tell us that outcomes occurred.  Other data collection methods can do that.  Use 
stories to tell us how your program creates and sustains change. 
 
Say, for example, that the vocational training program you designed for youth in Ghana 
places 100 young people a year in paying jobs on a career track.  Telling us a story about 
one of those youth – for example, the odds she was up against, and the way her life will 
be different now – will be powerful and engaging.  But so are the stories about many, 

http://www.organizationalresearch.com/publications/outcomesforsuccess/outcomes_for_success_2000_section_4_activity_c_pp69-75.pdf
http://www.exinfm.com/training/pdfiles/logicModel.pdf
http://www.exinfm.com/training/pdfiles/logicModel.pdf


many other youth helped by many, many other programs the world over.  Why is your 
intervention different, special, more likely to deliver outcomes consistently and in the 
long-run?  Instead, tell us a story from the perspective of several participating youth 
about WHY the program works for them.  Is it the way the staff work with them?  Is it 
the types of skills they’re learning?  Is it the fact that youth participate in a cohort, rather 
than as individuals?  Tell a story that teaches us something we didn’t know before about 
how to make positive change in the world.  Teach us what you know is true.    
 
Rule #3: 
Collect enough stories so that you start to see patterns.   
 
Most stories emerge from interviews with individuals or small groups of participants or 
stakeholders in an intervention.  It’s difficult to put a number on how many interviews 
you’ll need to conduct before patterns begin emerging, but a ballpark is more than 10, 
and less than 50.  Even if there are thousands of people in your program, stories should 
start to resonate with each other somewhere in this ballpark.  Of course, be sure to talk 
with a representative sample of stakeholders – both men and women, youth and adults, 
people on both sides of a contentious issue, people who have different tenures in an 
organization, or who simply have different ways of viewing a situation.  Think of 
yourself as an investigative journalist – follow the trail of outcome evidence.  You want 
to get to the bottom of things and break the big story!    
 
A note on collecting stories:  A good researcher does not trust his or her memory alone to 
record stories.  If you can, audio-record interviews, or even use a video camera.  Many 
cell phones have voice memo features that can capture short conversations that you can 
follow up on later.  If no recording technology is available, definitely take written notes, 
even if you think you will remember the essence of the conversation.  After 10 to 50 
interviews, you won’t. 
 
Rule #4: 
Listen to ALL the stories.  Even the ones that tell you things you don’t want to believe. 
 
Be aware of your own biases.  You undoubtedly want to find stories that paint your 
program in a positive light.  Yet, unless the purpose of your story collection is to 
document only your best moments, you will want to keep your ears and eyes open for the 
evidence you’re hearing that your program is NOT having the outcomes you expect.  
Sometimes, this means you’ll be listening between the lines, for what people are simply 
not saying about positive outcomes. 
 
If at all possible, it’s a good idea to have someone conducting interviews who is not a 
regular staff member, or someone program participants interact with to receive services 
or participate in activities.  Remember the journalist analogy.  Who can you recruit as a 
volunteer or even paid contractor to do some story gathering for you?  A particularly 
effective method can be to recruit and train a participant in your program as a story 
gatherer.        
 



Rule #5: 
Analyze the stories with a group.   
 
As with any research process, many perspectives on the data will yield a better quality 
analysis.  Take the opportunity to engage your staff, participants, and other stakeholders 
in a half-day reflective conversation about the themes you think are present in the story 
set, and see what other perspectives the group generates.   
 
When you’ve gathered a critical mass of stories, and gone through a process of 
synthesizing them to identify patterns that are reliably occurring, you’re ready to move 
the storytelling process from your left brain to your right. 
 
 
ART:  How do I tell a great story? 
Once you know what stories are most important to share with the world, you can go 
about telling them in a way that is engaging, relevant, and portable. 
 
There are many different ways to tell a story – through written narrative, using only 
audio, creating digital stories with only still photos and voiceover, or shooting a 
documentary film, of which there are an abundance of styles to choose from.  The type of 
story you have to tell should inform which medium you select.  Not all stories lend 
themselves to video, and other stories will be much better served by a few still photos 
than pages and pages of narrative.     
 
Part of the story building process is clearly identifying your audience, and thinking about 
your audience’s perspective and needs.  Are you telling stories to spread the word about 
your program to other communities who might want to participate?  What might be the 
best ways to reach this audience?  Alternatively, are you creating a short film to educate 
potential funders about the value of your model?  These stakeholders might respond to a 
different storytelling style. 
 
Make It Engaging 
Whoever your audience, your first job as a story artist is to engage them, and make them 
want to stay all the way through from the beginning to the end of the story you’re telling.  
Often, engaging people’s emotions is an effective storytelling practice.  But be sure 
you’re balancing emotional pull with a sense of authenticity and fact.  Emotions are part 
of real issues; they can also cloud them.   
 
Besides emotion, other elements of storytelling that engage audiences are vivid details, 
interesting visuals or sound effects, humor, and suspense.  Think about some of the 
communications that have most captured your attention.  What was it about those pieces 
that worked for you?  How might you replicate those elements? 
 
Make It Relevant 
It is essential that your audience cares about the content of your story.  Even a very 
emotionally compelling and engaging story can fall flat with an audience for whom it 



holds no relevance.  You want to let your audience know why your stories matter to 
them.  How do these stories touch their daily lives?  There are thousands of options for 
your audiences’ attention everyday.  Why should they watch your video, read your 
narrative, or listen to your Podcast?   
 
Make It Portable 
The history of documentary filmmaking, social change efforts, and program evaluation is 
full of great stories that have never been told.  Or at least, never been told to very many 
people.  Before you invest time and resources into the creation of a piece of media, 
written or visual, think about how and where you will distribute it.  Even if your initial 
audience is very small – a board of directors, for example – you would be wise to 
anticipate a broader distribution, and craft your stories for portability.   
 
These days, the web is everyone’s default distribution method, and yet it has its pros and 
cons.  On the pro side, there is no faster way to reach an incredibly broad potential 
audience.  On the con side, there is so much content on the web, that putting your work 
out there in no way guarantees that anyone will find it, or, more importantly, that the 
right people will find it and take whatever subsequent actions you hope they take to make 
the world a better place.  Optimizing your stories for web distribution is an emerging 
competency, and it’s worth the effort to get professional advice here.   
 
Once you’ve thought about all of these issues and, ideally, discussed them with a 
professional media producer, then you’re ready to create a storyboard.  A storyboard is a 
written sketch of the images, script, and audio that will coalesce to form your media 
piece.  Here’s a blank storyboard worksheet to download and begin to draft your work of 
art.  This worksheet has room to sketch out visuals, as well as audio elements and a 
narrative script, however, you can use this tool with audio-only stories as well.   
 
This kit is designed to get you started with StoryScience.  A good thing about stories is 
that they aren’t static.  They just keep coming.  And a good thing about science is that 
experimentation, failure, and incremental progress are the hallmarks of success.  As you 
get comfortable with gathering and analyzing stories as a part of the way your 
organization learns about its impact, you’ll design your own best practices, your own 
strategies, and your own tools.  We encourage you to share them with us and others in the 
social change field.   
 
The stories make us all better at what we do.      
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*DRAFT 1.0* Logic Model 
 

Program MISSION:  This program is dedicated to supporting students ages 6 to 18 with their writing skills, and to helping teachers get their students excited about the writing. The work is based on the understanding 

that strong writing skills are fundamental to future success and that great leaps in learning can be made when skilled tutors work one-on-one with students. 
RESOURCES/ 

CONDITIONS 

ACTIVITIES INTENSITY, 

DURATION, 

BREADTH1 

YOUTH DEVELOPMENT PRACTICES2 
How do you do it? What’s your program’s culture and 

style of delivery? 

ESSENTIAL DEVELOPMENTAL TASKS,  

AGES 6-12, 13-183,4 
Are basic developmental milestones occurring for 

students in your program? 

OUTCOMES 
Are changes occurring at 

school or at home as a result 

of your work? 
The following needs, assets, agreements, 

capacity, or potentials must exist for work to 

be necessary, to begin and to be successful: 

Staff conduct the 

following activities: 

Youth can participate 

in activities in these 

amounts: 

Through participation in the program, youth receive these 

developmental supports & opportunities: 

These supports & opportunities contribute to children 

and youth accomplishing the following developmental 

tasks for their age group: 

Accomplishing developmental 

outcomes may contribute to the 

following school-related 

outcomes:  

 

• Adequate financial, human, in-kind, 

and material resources  

• Trained, experienced volunteers 

serve as writing teachers and tutors 

• Ongoing training and capacity 

building efforts for the tutors 

• Trained, experienced program 

leaders on staff 

• Effective and exciting lessons and 

curricula, specifically undivided 

attention on writing skills and 

project-based learning opportunities 

• Fruitful collaborations with 

teachers, schools and/or school 

districts 

• Fruitful collaborations with 

community-based organizations 

• Families’ support of students 

participating in 826 programs 

• Interested youth 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Core Literacy 

Activities 

• After-school 

tutoring program 

 

• In-schools 

programming 

 

• Class field trips 

 

• Evening and 

weekend 

workshops 

 

• Publishing 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After-School  

• Up to 5X week, 

3 hour sessions 

 

In-Schools  

• Periodic 2-hour 

sessions for up 

to 4 weeks a 

year 

 

Field Trips 

• 2 hours a 

session 1X a 

year 

 

Workshops   

• Varies; range is 

between 2hrs/yr 

to 8 hrs/month 

 

Publishing 

• Varies; range is 

between 2 

hrs/yr to 10 

hrs/wk  

 

 
  

 

 

 

 
Safety 

• Children are physically safe in the program. 

• Children are emotionally safe in the program. 

 

Relationship Building 

• Multiple supportive relationships with adults and 

peers are available in the program. 

 

Youth Engagement 

• Meaningful opportunities for involvement and 

membership in peer group, and the larger 

community exist through the program. 

• Youth are apprentices in real-world publishing 

projects, working alongside professional writers, 

editors, illustrators, and publishers. 

 

Skill Building 

• The program offers challenging and engaging 

project-based learning experiences, with a 

particular focus on mastering new skills over 

time. 

• The program offers opportunities for public 

exhibition of skills and accomplishments (i.e. 

professional-quality publishing). 

• The program supports students’ academic 

learning, linking with teachers, in-school 

curricula, and providing one-on-one tutoring. 

 

 

Cognitive/Skill Development  

• Improved writing skills (defined by NCTE 

standards for elementary, middle, high 

school) 

• Increased enjoyment of writing 

 

Psychological and Emotional Development 

• Increased sense of mastery and 

accomplishment (i.e. “I worked hard, and I 

did a good job.”) 

• Increased self-efficacy in writing-related tasks 

(i.e. “I can do my homework!” “I am a 

writer.”) 

• Increased self-expression 

• Increased awareness of positive future options 

 

Social Development 

• Increased sense of belongingness 

(connectedness with friends, adult supporters, 

supportive institutions) 

• Increased skills for working with and getting 

along with others, including cooperation, 

asking for help, and supporting others 

• Increased awareness of membership in the 

larger community 

 

 
 

  

 

 

Literacy 

• Improved performance on 

language arts and writing 

assignments 

• Improved confidence in 

approaching writing 

assignments in all subject 

areas 

• Increased homework 

completion 
 

Character in the Classroom 

• Improved work ethic, such 

as perseverance in tasks  

• Increased motivation to 

complete writing tasks 
 

Connection to the Community 

• Improved understanding of 

various professional fields 

where writing is utilized 

 

Teacher Outcomes 

• Increased sense of support 

• Increased ability to meet 

curricular standards 
 

Parent Outcomes 

• Increased sense of support 

• Increased awareness of 

importance of education, 

and of supporting child 

• Increased awareness of 

child’s positive future 

options  

                                                 
1
 Simpkins Chaput, S., Little, P.M.D., & Weiss, H. (2004). Understanding and measuring attendance in out-of-school time programs.  Issues and Opportunities in Out-of-School Time Evaluation, Number 7.Cambridge, MA:  Harvard Family Research Project. 

2
 Adapted from Community Network for Youth Development (www.cnyd.org), and Gambone, M.A., Klem, A.M., & Connell, J.P. (2002).  Finding out what matters for youth:  Testing key links in a community action framework for youth development.  

Philadelphia:  Youth Development Strategies and Institute for Research and Reform in Education. 
3
 Adapted from Eccles, J. and Gootman, J.A. (Eds.) (2002).  Community Programs to Promote Youth Development.  Washington, DC:  National Academies Press.   

,4 See also Halpern, R. (2004).  Confronting “The Big Lie”:  The need to reframe expectations of after-school programs.  Unpublished manuscript.                                                                                                             
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*DRAFT 1.0* Logic Model 
 

Program MISSION:   

RESOURCES/ 

CONDITIONS 

ACTIVITIES DOSAGE STANDARDS FOR PROGRAM QUALITY 

 

SHORT TERM OUTCOMES  

 

OUTCOMES BEYOND 

PROGRAM 

 
The following needs, assets, agreements, 

capacity, or potentials must exist for work to 

be necessary, to begin and to be successful: 

Staff conduct the 

following activities: 

People can participate 

in activities in these 

amounts: 

How well do you deliver your activities and services? What’s 

your program’s “special sauce”?  What internal performance 

measures do you follow, and what external benchmarks do 

you seek to meet?   

These changes occur for participants while they are in 

the program, or while they are the focus of the 

intervention: 

Accomplishing short-term 

outcomes may contribute to the 

following mid- and long-term 

outcomes:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

INTENSITY 
How frequently do 

people participate, 

and for how many 

hours at a time? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

DURATION 
Over what length of 

time do people 

participate? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

BREADTH 
How many 

different types of 

activities do 

participants get 

involved in? 

 

 

 

 

 
 

  
 
 

  

 



Storyboard Worksheet 
 

 

Image  

Audio: ______________________ 
 

____________________________ 

 

Script: ______________________ 
 

____________________________ 

 

Audio: ______________________ 
 

____________________________ 

 

Script: ______________________ 
 

____________________________ 

 

Audio: ______________________ 
 

____________________________ 

 

Script: ______________________ 
 

____________________________ 

 

Audio: ______________________ 
 

____________________________ 

 

Script: ______________________ 
 

____________________________ 

 

Audio: ______________________ 
 

____________________________ 

 

Script: ______________________ 
 

____________________________ 

 

Audio: ______________________ 
 

____________________________ 

 

Script: ______________________ 
 

____________________________ 
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